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Danebod Family Recreation Camps
by OTTO G. HOIBERG
"The family that plays together , stays together !" Implied
conversely in this generalization , one finds at least a partial
explanation of the troubled waters presently navigated by
the family in America. Whereas in years gone by , much
recreational activity was enjoyed jointly by the various
members of a family , in this day and age each member tends
to go his own way to satisfy his leisure time needs and
desires. After the dinner hour , Dad has a bowling engagement , Mom goes to a meeting of her Study Club , Susie heads
for a Girl Scouts session , while Danny goes to the school
gym for basketball practice.
Given the societal value of joint activity by family members , this situation places a premium upon any form of
recreation that can be enjoyed by parents and children
together. The problem is complicated , of course , by many
factors. Among these is the fact that so many parents with
school-age children have employment outside the home in
addition to the household duties which require their regular
attention; and so they understandably often have neither
time nor real inclination to participate in family recreational
activities . Also , particularly as young people move into their
teen years , they have a tendency to favor peer group activities in preference to so-called "family fun " and , as a matter of
principle , often take a dim view of anything that the "old
folks " seem to enjoy.
Recognition of this dilemma was presumably one of
several motivating forces behind Enok Mortensen's decision
in the mid-1940s , as pastor of the Danebod Lutheran Church
in Tyler , Minnesota , to push for a rejuvenation and
reactivation of the run-down , vacant Danebod Folk School. 1
This educational institution had served both youth and
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adults for half a century since its inception in 1888 and, in his
opinion, could become instrumental once again in conducting constructive, wholesome programs dedicated to the good
life.
Under Mortensen's leadership, the human as well as
material resources of the Tyler community were marshalled;
and through an all-out volunteer effort by individuals and
organizations, the Folk School building was restored to its
former usable condition. The situation now called for vision
and ingenuity geared to sound program development.
One of the earliest programs launched at the "new"
Danebod was a Recreation Institute, probably inspired by
the lduhapi (Northland) 2 leader training program in Minnesota. The primary objective of the Danebod Recreation
Institute was to acquaint participants with the philosophy of
recreation and to help them acquire leadership skills for use
in conducting recreation programs back in their respective
communities. In essence it was an endeavor to encourage
and facilitate a grassroots groundswell toward better recreation programs at the local level through enhancing the
expertise of on-going or potential leaders.
As time went on, it was noted that many participants in
the Institute were accompanied by spouses and children; and
so the idea of transforming the Institute into a family
camping experience began to take root. The leadership training component of the Institute would remain intact; but to it
would be added the integenerational fellowship of a family
camp. The rationale for this evolving concept was described
by Mortensen as follows: The Recreation Institute was
started in July 1948 and more "than a hundred campers of
various nationalities and of different denominations have
gathered at Danebod annually for six days of sharing skills
and experiences in folk dancing, singing, crafts of many
kinds, and discussions. The last few years most of the
campers have been families. In 1960 we had 64 adults, 13
teen-agers and 27 children, in addition to 45 part-time
campers." 3
In due time the program became known as the Danebod
Family Recreation Camp, with specific appeal to families
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and appropriate adjustments made in the program content.
This transition proved very timely indeed, with the result
that a second (June) camp had to be added in 1971 to
accommodate the burgeoning enrollment; and a third was
found necessary in 1981. At this writing, these three camps
(June, July, August) are conducted each summer and attract
an average combined annual attendance of about 300.
The program which has evolved provides a week-long
experience encompassing (a) group singing - a very spirited
and important feature enjoyed by young and older alike; (b)
family dancing and folk dancing where parents and children
"trip the light fantastic" with each other; (c) special game
periods for children of various age groups; (d) daily discussion periods designed mainly for exchange of ideas among
adult participants on topics of mutual concern; (e) instructional classes in ten or twelve different crafts; (f) a campfire
every evening in the lovely campus woods, featuring skits
"dreamed up" and executed by camp participants randomly
divided into teams of equal size; and perhaps most important
of all, (g) a week of glorious fellowship and personal interaction with kindred souls of all ages and varied backgrounds: e.g., teachers, farmers, college professors,
ministers, social workers, students, housewives, retirees,
salespeople, merchants, factory workers, engineers, etc.
The types of craft instruction vary from camp to camp;
but reasonably representative are the following which were
taught variously during the summer of 1986: Puppetry,
Dramatic Arts, Woodcarving, Nature Crafts; Stained Glass,
Ukrainian Eggs, Beginning and Intermediate Rosemaling,
Decorative Painting, Children's Crafts, Embroidery, Copper
Enameling, Photography,
Indian Beadwork, and Silk
Screening. Additional recreational activities such as
swimming, tennis and golf are readily available, at large, in
the Tyler community.
To supplement the housing facilities provided in the Folk
School dormitories, there is ample room for RV's under the
campus trees; and all meals are taken by the campers
together in the attractive dining room of the Folk School. A
colorful, well illustrated scrapbook is assembled at the con-49-

clusion of each camp and distributed

to all families and or

individuals registered.

The program planning function is undertaken annually at
a late October meeting in Minneapolis, ,,vhere the board
n1embers elected at the respective camps convene. At this
gathering a Camp Director is chosen for each of the ensuing
three camps ; the fee structure is revievved; and committees
go to '"·ork on program planning and the selection of
resource leaders for the next summer 's activities. At the local
Tyler level, there is a Folk School Board, elected by the
Danebod Lutheran Church congregation , v\'hich receives an
established fee per can1per and in return handles logistic
n1atters such as building maintenance,
heat , light, and
housekeeping services. Although the Danebod congregation
is thus involved in the program, l\1ortensen points out that
the "the folk school as a model, there are no formal religious
services at these camps. This opens the doors to people of all
denon1inations . Participants represent a variety of racial and
ethnic backgrounds. " 4
In referring to the Danebod Fan1ily Recreation Can1ps as
modeled after the "folk school, .. ~1ortensen of course
recognizes that the latter is by no means a monolithic
concept. Even in Denmark the folk schools of today
encompass a \\·ide variety of structures and program
en1phases , from the traditional 5-6 month terms of historicpoetic orientation for young adults to numerous one- or t\\·o"·eek course opportunities for vacationing f an1ilies, senior
citizens , and other special interest groups. Con1n1on to all
these diverse efforts , ho\\·ever , is the residential nature of the
progran1s , an1ple inforn1al personal interaction bet\\·een
students and leaders , an inherent goal of broadening the
cultural horizons of participants , training for constructi\·e
leadership and enlightened follo,, ·ership in community life ,
and substantial reliance upon the "li\·ing \\·ord " ,, ·hether
from a lecture podiun1 , in group discussion, or in personal
conversation.
In this context.
the Danebod
Fan1ih·
Recreational Can1ps are clearly in harn1ony ,,·ith the broad
goals \\·hich haYe goYerned Danebod Folk School through its
century of de\ ·elopn1ent.
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In assessing the significance of the Danebod Family
Camps over the years, there are several notable contributions which come to mind:
(a) The Family Camps have provided a solid nucleus for
the re-birth of Danebod Folk School which after some fifty
years of gratifying educational activity had stood dormant
for several years, with a future that at best appeared uncertain. Upon completion of the volunteer building renovation
process, previously noted, programs began to emerge which
over the years have included not only the Family Recreation
Camps but also an eminently successful series of Fall Meetings (actually mini-folk schools) conducted annually for the
past four decades. The 1986 meeting attracted 180
enthusastic participants.
Further, retreats / institutes / programs have been carried on in cooperation with the Farmers
Union, the Cooperative Extension Service, the American
Legion, the American Friends Service Committee (Quakers),
and various youth groups, to say nothing of the year-around
Sunday School activities, wedding receptions, family
reunions, and other community events which are held.
(b) A second beneficial result of the Family Camps has
been the impetus which they have given to family integration
through wholesome and interesting joint activities for
parents and children. As stated at the outset, the
contemporary American family has a great need for support
along this line.
(c) Third, numerous participants in the Family Camps
have acquired leadership skills in crafts, folk dancing, group
discussion, sing-alongs, playground activities, campfire
procedures, and cooperative efforts such as planning and
producing an illustrated scrapbook. Leadership skills thus
acquired have paid dividends in community activities back
home and very noticeably also in the number of young
people who return to Danebod year after year and
eventually assume leadership functions in the Camp
program.
(d) A fourth benefit has accrued to the Tyler community,
as a whole. There is no doubt that many contemporary rural
communities in America are confronted with a critical
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problem of survival. Forces are at work which challenge the
loyalty and best efforts of local citizens if communities of
this type are to remain viable. Mechanization of agriculture
has led to larger and fewer farm units, with a consequent
decrease in farm population and a loss of patrons for village
business/professional enterprises as well as a decline in number of participants in the activities of community social
organizations and institutions. The impact on the rural
village is direct and obvious, posing a real threat to its
continued existence.
One of the most successful "fight back" strategies
employed against such forces has been the identification of
whatever distinctive feature(s) may exist for constructive
exploitation by the small town. Such features may include a
historical event (birthplace of a notable public figure), a
unique phenomenon of nature (picturesque or fish-laden
lake; unusual rock formation), a specialized service of some
kind (clinic, museum, ski slope, or steak house), just about
anything else that is (or can be made) sufficiently out of the
ordinary to attract the attention of potential visitors or
permanent residents. In the case of Tyler, Minnesota, the
Danebod Family Recreation Camps definitely represent a
distinctive cultural feature which has helped to put the
community "on the map" and to strengthen it in a variety of
ways. The weekly local newspaper, The Tyler Tribute, has
played an important role in maximizing the influence of the
Danebod program.
Whenever a program such as the Danebod Family
Recreation Camp proves so remarkably successful and
enduring, one is tempted to examine how it all came about.
Enok Mortensen was first and foremost a clergyman and
author; but in addition he had a very keen sense (Fingerspitzegefuhl, as the Germans aptly put it) of how the community development process operates. As noted above,
Danebod Folk School appeared to have reached the end of its
useful existence during the early 1940s; but then a miracle of
rebirth occurred.
The Danebod rejuvenation had its origin as a vision in
Enok Mortensen's fertile mind. He envisaged, not a one-52-

person project but rather a community-wide effort to bring
his dream to fruition, and initially undertook the task of
developing a nucleus of dedicated persons who wholeheartedly shared his vision and enthusiasm. Through
strategy shaped by this core of workers, a widespread network of study/ discussion groups was formed throughout the
congregation/ community; and in these grassroots clusters
the Danebod renovation proposal was thoroughly debated
as to what / why /who/how /when. In this manner the project
became a broad-based proposition; and this unleashed a host
of willing volunteers for implementation of the project. The
complete story of the restoration of Danebod Folk School
can not be related here. Suffice it to say that it was a carefully conceived, well organized labor of love undertaken by
a group of people who shared a common goal and who
worked in coordinated fashion under effective leadership.
The physical restoration of the Folk School building was
recognized as only a first step. Ahead lay the equally
formidable task of program development; and here again
Mortensen displayed creative leadership qualities through
his program planning activities carried on jointly with the
local Folk School authorities and other kindred souls who
had the interests of human enlightenment and the enrichment of family and personal living at heart.
Mortensen once offered the challenge: "Hats off to the
past; but 'sleeves rolled up' for the future!" The spirit
reflected in this statement pretty well reveals the source of
his highly productive strength in spearheading the conversion of a once robust institution from temporary dormancy
into a going concern with new life and vigor.

FOOTNOTES
1 For a comprehensive treatment of this situation , see Enok M ortensen
Schools For Life, Danish American Heritage Society (1977) , pp. 75-96 .
2 A widely recognized center for the training of recreation leaders , out side the traditional academic institutional framework. For further
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information
50310.

contact Jo Hechth, 3420 48th Place, Des Moines,

IA

3 Enok Mortensen, 75 Years at Danebod, published by Danebod
Lutheran Church, Tyler, Minnesota. Copyright 1961 by Enok Mortensen, p. 83.
4 Enok Mortensen , A Century at Danebod, copyright 1985 by Danebod
Lutheran Church, American Publishing Company, Inc., Askov, MN
1985, p. 125.
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